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The Alliance 


by AceofNowhere 


Summary 


Alina’ fingers traced the grooves of the door, and when she lowered her eyelids, when she 
listened on the other side of that door, she could hear the sighs of the meadows of home. 


Or maybe it was just a man, waiting for her to enter. 


Darklina Week Prompt: touch and intimacy. Shu princess Alina, in an arranged marriage. 


Notes 


(highly recommend you listen to the Shadow & Bone soundtrack while you read. It’s a 
mood.) 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Part 1 


7 days before the wedding 


Alina tilted her head to see between the lace of her golden veil. Beyond the peasants and 
citizens clamoring to get a look at their new Ravkan princess from Shu Han, there was 
nothing but gray sky and dirty shops as far as she could make out. She was wearing Ravkan 
attire of course, and it felt ridiculous. She could hardly sit comfortably in the bumpy carriage, 
and she already despised her life here. 


Ravka. Home of mud, of wind, of cold. 


Alina was wearing several layers of fur and wool and she still couldn’t help the shiver that 
went up her spine when the carriage door finally opened and an unfamiliar hand helped her 
step out of her safe little box and into the world she would soon belong. 


“Princess,” greeted the tall man beside her. She ignored him. 
He was important, she was sure, which made her hate him. 


Several carriages more came up behind her with her clothes, her jewelry, her maps, and her 
books. She could hardly expect Ravka to have what she required to stay sane. 


She looked down at her clunky Ravkan boots, already stained with mud. 


Her fury made her pause for a moment as she stared down at her feet, wondering what a 
pawn she’d become. For hundreds of years, Shu Han and Ravka had been at war, but despite 
the many generations that had prospered from this separation, now the two countries had 
looked around them and seen the true decimation. 


War had ravaged their lands and soon there would be no young men and women to conscript. 
Peasants were expendable enough, but now the laborers, the merchants, and even courtiers 
were being drafted to continue the fighting. 


And when the rich are unhappy, civil wars begin. 


So Alina was traded off to the first prince of Ravka, Prince Vasily, as a gesture of peace. Both 
countries had cheered for the Ravkan prince and Shu princess to be wed, but Alina got no 
more than the bitter end of this deal. She would live in Ravka, with their stupid prince, and be 
kept in a locked box hundreds of miles from her home, from the northern tall mountains, the 
eastern bamboo forests, the expansive western deserts of glorious Shu Han. Alina would be 
in hell, but their countries would be saved. 


Alina looked up from her feet and looked at the hand that still held her own. It was large, but 
not as brutal as she’d expected from a Ravkan’s. 


She could feel his hands were rough, calloused. She looked up and Tamar behind her 
whispered his name in her ear, the man who had probably been responsible for thousands of 
deaths of her own Shu people. 


“General Kirigan,” she greeted with a false smile on her lips. 

The general bowed over her hand, and as politely as she could, she tore it away from him. 
“We welcome you to Ravka, Princess Alina.” 

Her smile turned bitter and she looked away before her temper got the better of her. 


He led her to the smaller palace that would be her own, away from her soon-to-be husband. 
The prince would rule from—Alina couldn’t help the sneer on her face when she looked at 
the larger palace. The one that held the royal family, the one who hadn’t yet bothered to come 
and greet her (no, she would go to them). 


She would be presented like a prize, like an animal. She would be presented to them in that 
Saints-awful ugly, pretentiously glittering building. 


She didn’t expect to hear a small puff of laughter from her side. “It’s the ugliest building in 
Ravka,” admitted the general. She looked up at him from her veil and she could just make out 
the near invisible smile that graced his lips. His dark eyes watched her like a viper. “Luckily, 
you shall have more suitable rooms.” 


He gestured toward the Little Palace and the servants around them flurried into motion. Alina 
walked slowly, partially because it had been a long journey and she wanted to stretch, and 
partially because if she moved any faster she’d trip in these horrible boots and land face-first 
in the mud. 


The general held out an arm to her, which she ignored. 


She was shown the length of the Little Palace as they walked and her rooms seemed to be 
miles away from the entrance of the building, a fact she did not mind. 


They walked past a library, merely as large as her personal one at home, but she wasn’t 
surprised. It wasn’t in Ravkan blood to appreciate the finer art of knowledge, she’d been told. 
Her guards Tamar and Tolya were close behind her, but the general appeared to have been on 
welcoming duty for her arrival. She hid a smile behind her veil as she walked the halls 
silently beside him. She wondered if he felt it was beneath him to tour her around, or whether 
he’d signed up to get a glimpse of a princess from a house worthier than the one he served. 


He wouldn’t see it that way of course, but Ravkans were known as much for their pride as 
they were their cold winters. 


“Tt’s been a long journey, Princess,” the general said as they finally reached her personal 
apartments, “I’m sure you would like to rest.” 


Alina looked around her new room and tried not to scoff. 


She was horrified to see the garish gold decorations lathering every piece of furniture, the 
horrible four-poster bed that screamed indecency and pampered privilege. 


“I’m sure I would be tired, General, if I were raised in these walls,” she smiled and lifted her 
veil to look at him fully. “But I can assure you, as a Shu Han princess, I am quite capable of 
completing the tour of my new home before I retire.” 


Alina had no intention of not knowing every crack and cranny of this place before she slept 
even a wink. 


The general smiled in turn, and she could see in his eyes the wheels turning in his mind. But 
nothing, not a trace of emotion or of surprise, graced his handsome features. 


“Very well, Princess,” he said, turning to leave the way they’d come. “Allow me to show 
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you. 


They walked through every hallway, entered every door. She had him take her around the 
gardens, and it seemed no view except the back offered her any respite from the horrible 
royal building that housed her fiancé. 


Nothing was familiar to her, and not just because it wasn’t her home. The sky refused to 
change from its smoky gray, the green looked ashen here, and the flowers looked more like 
weeds than anything she’d want to care for and grow along with. Each room was tall, 
expansive, but the cold permeated everything and she had no idea why such a cold place as 
Ravka insisted on stone floors without any underlying heating system. Instead, every room 
was filled with things. Gold things, silver things, things on things, things with spirals and 
cherubs and paintings and knobs, and she hated it all. 


Alina wanted to go home. 


The general beside her looked at her cautiously, as if he could feel the contempt she had for 
his country. 


And just when she felt like she couldn’t take another moment, she heard a child laugh from 
behind her. She turned around and saw a young girl with large and tightly coiled brown hair 
and a gaping open mouth as she beheld the Shu princess. 


More young girls and boys hovered behind her, gazing at Alina like she were a star they’d 
captured in their hands. 


All of them ran past her, none daring to stop save for one girl, who was quickly grabbed by a 
friend and hauled away from Alina. They rounded a corner, giggling and screaming, and 
Alina found herself smiling at what she had just seen. It was her first moment of joy since 
she’d left home. 


“Who are they?” she asked the general, expecting to hear they were the children of the 
courtiers who'd be attending her wedding. 


Before the general could answer, the coily-haired girl returned, shoving a tiny flower into 
Alina’s hands before curtsying clumsily and running away from where she’d come. Alina 
laughed and twirled the flower between her thumb and forefinger. 


“Those children,” said the general, “are among my soldiers.” 
Alina’s fingers halted their motion. 


She glared up at the general and his black eyes gazed back into hers with such anger she 
hardly thought them familiar to the ones she’d looked into minutes ago. 


“Ravka has been training children for years to fight against Shu Han,” he told her. “It has 
been my job to see to their training.” 


“You train children,” Alina hissed between her teeth. “To fight?” 


“Yes, Princess,” he said back, leaning toward her so only she could hear. “And I will continue 
to do it, despite your wedding.” 


The general leaned even closer, so close Alina could hear Tolya’s knives slipping from 
outside their sheaths. 


“Ravkan children are trained to survive,” he said. “Do you know what that’s like?” 


6 days before the wedding 


Alina tossed and turned that night, unable to sleep. “Trained to survive,” she kept playing 
over and over in her mind. “Do you know what that’s like?” 


As if she didn’t. She wasn’t a precious thing, to be doted on and spoiled. Alina had been 
trained in the art of the fight, she’d learned to ride at five years old, she had learned to care 
for herself as any child would from any common family. 


But the thought of children with blood on their hands, taught to put their thumbs outside their 
fists not because of duty, but because of necessity, churned her gut. 


Alina rolled herself up from the plush pillows and mattress and stood. She would get no sleep 
that night, but she would get answers. 


She found her slippers and walked briskly through the halls. She could hear Tamar’s 
footsteps behind her—not hear, but feel—and when she reached the rooms she was looking 
for, she didn’t bother to knock. 


She opened both doors to the general’s office and stood in the doorway, as unexpected as a 
midnight sunrise. She had imagined he would be awake and she wasn't disappointed. He 
looked up from his desk and stood to greet her half-heartedly. 


Alina, without taking her eyes off him, walked into the room and sat down before him. She 
hated being on this side of the desk, but she was a princess of Shu Han. No matter what side 


of the room she was on, her people would look to her. 
“How long have you been campaigning in this war?” 


The general narrowed his eyes, and his gaze tracked over her face. If he was looking for 
weaknesses, he would not find one. 


“Ten years,” he said, after such a pause she wondered if she should repeat the question. “Your 
highness.” 


Alina swallowed. Ten years ago she was running in fields with Mal, her childhood friend. 
This man looked hardly five years her senior. He must have been a teenager when he began 
to wage war. 


“You train these children?” she asked. “How?” She leaned forward. “Why?” 


“T train them well, in every art we know.” He stood and walked over to the map, pointing to 
each border Ravka was at war with. “Hand combat,” he pointed to the western border, “gun 
machinery,” he pointed to the north, “politics,” he pointed to them, in Os Alta. 


Her eyes glazed over when she thought about her own war, one that would begin in less than 
a week’s time. 


“You said I don’t know what it is,” she whispered, “to be trained how to survive.” 


The general said nothing, but those eyes, those black, horrible eyes, she could feel on her like 
sweat on the hottest summer’s day. 


“You think we are different,” she said venomously, “but you would die for your country, 
wouldn’t you?” 


She didn't have to look at him to see the answer in his eyes, to see the devotion he had for his 
country. 


“T would gladly die for mine. If I could shoulder every bullet, every cut, every policy for my 
people, I would. I would bleed for my country and smile as I lay dying. Blood and glory, I 
welcome these things, as would any patriot. 


“But I will leave my country, too, if it means survival for her. I will leave my rivers, my sky, 
my sun, my people, my language, my heart in the open fields, if it means saving her.” 


She bore her eyes into his own, willing him to confront her. “I may not know battle,” she 
spat. “But I know what’s before me.” 


She pushed out the chair behind her and walked straight to him, leaning her head back up to 
keep their stare intact. 


“And I will do more than survive.” 


Before Alina could see the smile on his face, to see the cold look he had given her begin to 
soften, she turned and left as abruptly as she’d come. 


5 days before the wedding 


She was presented to the King and Queen, but she had yet to meet her fiancé. No, that 
wouldn’t happen until the day of the wedding. 


Her soon-to-be in-laws were horrid. Insulting, demeaning; they hardly spoke to her at all. 
Instead, they spoke to the people around her, her servants, as though she hadn’t learned 
Ravkan since she was a child, as though she weren’t royalty, but a doll. 


“Tell her ‘good morning,’” the tsaritsa had told the servant behind her. 
“T can speak Ravkan,” Alina smiled to hide her anger. 
The tsaritsa’s eyes widened, as if surprised she could speak at all. 


The meeting had been blissfully short. It was followed by a lunch that featured Ravkan 
specialties like herring, cheese, and bread. Alina had pushed her food on her plate and 
insisted to the nosy courtiers around her she was waiting for the wedding before she 
indulged. 


As if she would ever eat the garbage on her plate. 


In her rooms, she took her tea, her greens, and thanked her Little Palace staff for whatever 
else they could find her that wouldn’t leave her gassy and lazy. She did indulge in the sweets 
left to her by an anonymous wedding guest, but there were few other Ravkan “specialties” to 
tempt her. 


She would survive her war, but she would do it on her terms. 


She took a turn around the garden that afternoon. On her second turn, she was surprised to 
find some flowers nestled in the corner of the yard. She stooped down to look at them, and 
caressed her fingertips against the underside. 


A white flower, but she couldn’t guess the name of it. 


“Tt’s called a ‘lily,’ came a voice from behind her. Alina wasn’t startled and continued to pet 
the soft, round petal. 


“I’ve never seen these before,” she said softly, hardly knowing if he was still there. 


“They don’t mind the cold, the wet, or the cloudy weather of early spring.” The general came 
to stand beside her crouched form. “They thrive in it.” 


Alina dropped her hand and rose up. 


“T prefer irises,” she said icily, not having forgiven him for his condescension the other day. 
She looked around her and saw no trace of the blue flower from home. “They’re small,” she 
described, “unique.” 


The general smiled, as though hearing a joke she hadn’t. His changed face nearly made her 
blush. He was beautiful, she admitted to herself silently. 


“Like calls to like,” he said, nodding to the lilies below them. “Perhaps you’ve found your 
match here.” 


Alina almost smiled, but didn’t. “I can’t imagine finding such a thing here.” 


The general looked down at her, and Alina thought she caught a spark in his eye. “Perhaps it 
will find you.” 


4 days before the wedding 


The next morning when Alina woke up, a vase of irises greeted her beside her bed. 


3 days before the wedding 


Alina had cleared out one of her apartments to house her books. She kept them away from the 
direct sunlight, wanting to preserve every page until she lay, years from then, dying in the bed 
a few rooms over. She touched the spine of each book, pressed her palms to them as she 
tucked them into their new home. 


The chill in the room slowly began to subside while Tolya built up the fire and the books held 
off the cold as they filled the new library. 


“If you wished to have more rooms for your books,” said the general from the doorway, “we 
could make more space for you on the ground floor.” 


Alina shook her head. “No,” she said, putting away another reading book on Shu history, “I 
want these ones near me.” 


The general crossed the room and stood behind her. She could feel his eyes tracking the titles 
of the books; she wondered if he could read Shu. Doubtful. Most Ravkans felt it was beneath 
them, and mocked its script for its complexity. 


“You have quite the collection.” He reached out, but with a look, asked permission before he 
touched. 


Alina swallowed a strange feeling inside her, and looked away. The sudden tears that tried to 
rush to her eyes were not welcome, not here, with this stranger. 


When she composed herself, she nodded, and he picked up a book with both hands, fingers 
dancing across the leather cover with gentle curiosity. He traced the title of the book, and 


Alina could see as he mouthed the words to himself. A warm glow grew in her stomach, and 
Alina had to bite her tongue to keep it from showing. 


“The Little Palace library is not much, as you’ve seen,” he said. “But within the city there is a 
library that might tempt you.” 


Alina tried to recall the view of the city behind her veil, but she couldn't stop staring at his 
hands, what they would feel like if-- 


“Remind me to take you there,” the general said. He pressed his hand against the book while 
his eyes traced her face in the same manner his fingers had just done to the book. Alina 
shivered, and the general looked away. “After your wedding, of course.” 


Only after he left did Alina realize she’d been holding her breath. 


2 days before the wedding 
Once again, Alina and sleep were divided. 


She walked the halls of her Little Palace, aimlessly. She’d begun to call it hers, as it felt 
separate from the rest of the world. 


She felt like a ghost, hair unbound, white nightgown trailing behind her. The lace itched but 
the fabric was warm at least. Her silk nightdress from home was no match for the icy 
evenings of early spring in Ravka. She couldn’t image how it would feel in the dead of 
winter, when night was upon her and the sun was hidden over the mountains, resting in Shu 
Han away from them. 


She reached out with her palms and imagined she was walking in the field beside her summer 
home. In Shu Han, the sun would beam down on her, the tall blades of grass would tickle her 
fingers, and as she ran she could pluck the small leaves to save for an afternoon tea a season 
away. 


A brightness flashed over Alina’s eyes and she opened them, remembering where she was. 
Beside her was a lit candle, just outside the general’s office door. 


No, this was the room beside his offices, closest to the soldier’s training grounds, farthest 
from her own apartments. 


Alina watched the candle flutter. The oil was running low, and the flame flickered dimmer 
and dimmer with each passing moment. The harsh yellow turned to soft gold, creating 
shadows that grew behind her. 


She pressed her palms against the door. 


The wood felt warm beneath them. Taking a step closer, Alina aligned herself with the door 
and imagined the maps on the other side. Delicate lines scratched on coarse paper delineated 
borders that separated her from her kin, from man against man, from lilies and irises. 


Her breath caught in her throat. 
She would be here a lifetime, never to cross those borders again. 


Alina’s fingers traced the grooves of the door, and when she lowered her eyelids, when she 
listened on the other side of that door, she could hear the sighs of the meadows of home. 


Or maybe it was just a man, waiting for her to enter. 


I day before the wedding 


Alina stood perfectly straight while she was led into the church where she would wed the 
next day. She smiled uniformly to anyone she saw, and was stiffly ushered through the 
motions of the ceremony. 


It would be hours long, so Alina was not to eat or drink anything starting that night. Her 
gown was being specially made by Ravkan nuns and would trail down the length of the aisle, 
leaving no one able to stand behind her. 


It would be she and Vasily at the head of the altar, and then her wretched life as a Ravkan 
princess, eventually as a Ravkan Queen, would begin. 


Alina was all out of tears to shed. 
When Alina was brought to that horrible altar, she could hardly breathe. 


“Do you know what it is to survive?” she heard in the back of her mind. 


“T will do more than survive.” 


Alina tilted her face toward the rare glimpse of sunlight from the stained glass windows, and 
denied herself from asking for a miracle. 


The night before the wedding 


In her room, Alina stood before her reflection in the mirror, donned her wedding veil, and 
barely stopped herself from screaming. She tore the delicate thing off her head and ran down 
the hall. 


She knew Tamar and Tolya were behind her, but she knew they couldn’t help her now. 


She didn’t think, she simply raced. Alina’s footsteps echoed like gunshots down the hall, so 
loud in her ears she thought everyone must be listening to her, fearing her as a banshee from 
their nightmares. 


Tomorrow she would be wed and imprisoned, but tonight she would curse them all. She 
would cry into their sleeping minds and scream into their resting heads. Alina would wage 
this war alone, but tonight she would be heard. 


She burst open the door to the war room, half expecting to see a monster of her own creation. 


The general stared back at her, hands spread out either side of him on the table, eyes piercing 
into her soul. His every muscle was taut, ready to pounce, as though her demons had called to 
him. 


She sprang forward and he trapped her in his arms. 


Hands moved through her hair, against her back, along her neck, pressing her closer and 
closer to him. His lips skittered over her face like shadows and she gasped into his mouth. 
Biting his lip and digging her nails into his arms, she wanted him to feel her pain, to share it 
with her. 


But his breath ghosted over her face and his fingers wiped her tears. She looked into his 
brown eyes, so deeply rich she’d mistaken them for black, and he asked her for permission. 


“Yes,” she whispered, and he turned her to rest her against the table. His arms, his lips, his 
words warmed her body so completely she hardly noticed her nightdress as he lifted it above 
her head. 


He kissed her down the length of her body and was almost unable to release her long enough 
so he could fold himself between her legs. 


Alina gasped and cried and wrapped her legs around him. He held her tight and carried her 
with him, and soon she was laying on cold sheets, but he was hot as the sun above her. 


“Alina,” he whispered, and she cried into his mouth, silencing her name on his lips. 


They held each other all night, gripping hands until, in the morning light, he whispered to her 
his name like a confession. 


When she was wed that afternoon to Vasily, Crown Prince of Ravka, Alina smiled beneath 
her veil a sincere and secret grin. 


For when the priest begged her a name to wed, and while he cried out the name of Ravka’s 
oldest prince, Alina remembered taking another’s hand as dawn stretched over their bed and 
whispered to herself his name instead. 


“Aleksander.” 


After, while the people and bells cheered the end of a wedding that promised to bring them 
peace, Alina looked to the shadows and felt her excitement growing. Dark eyes watched her 
every move from the back of the church. 


Soon, she and Aleksander would wage a new kind of war. 


Together. 


Part 2 


Chapter Summary 


Those in the shadows have planned a coup. 


Chapter Notes 


tw for nonconsensual sex, and violence 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


7 days before the coup 

Aleksander kissed the side of her breast, his hand gripped the small of her waist. 

“You like it,” she asked him, grin on her lips, “don’t you?” 

Aleksander didn’t stop his ministrations but kept one eye on her, waiting for her to continue. 
“You like taking something that belongs to them.” 


His fingers dug into her skin, creating crescents in her flesh where his fingertips lie. A flash 
of anger sparked in his eyes. “You do not belong to them,” he growled. He kissed her chest 
again, and then as if he couldn’t help himself, reached up and devoured her mouth. “You 
belong to no one; you are you, that is all.” 


Alina melted into the bed and relaxed in his arms. She loved it, the power she felt when she 
was with him. She’d never thought she could feel so powerful, naked beneath a strong man, 
but there they were: lovers, equals. 


It was why she usually had bedded women before. Women never demanded anything, and in 
Shu Han, where such things were not banned, but shied away from, she could trust few 
would comment on her paramours. 


Men always wanted something, but Aleksander wanted power separate from her. Like had 
finally called to like, and the separation of their desires was just enough to keep them both 
safe. 


From each other, anyway. 


“Vasily is expected to return tomorrow,” Alina said while Aleksander kissed a line down her 
neck. She knew he knew this. “Ill be sleeping elsewhere tomorrow.” 


Aleksander paused, then pressed the tip of his nose to the vein on her neck. 
“Perhaps,” he said. 


Alina kissed him into silence. 


6 days before the coup 


Alina dug into the soft ground with her fingers. She loved the feel of the dirt breaking 
between her hands, the pillowy texture tickling her palms and the smell of earth in her nose. 
She felt more connected to Shu Han this way, as though if she pressed far enough, she could 
reach the other border and feel the wind of her homeland. 


“A princess and a gardener; you certainly are a catch.” 


Alina frowned at the unfamiliar voice and turned around. She looked up and up at her new 
companion. He was tall, perhaps taller than Aleksander. He leaned his weight against one leg, 
the other jutted out in confidence and ease. His beautiful face tilted toward her, and the sun 
behind him cast a shadow over Alina and gave him a golden halo. 


His hair was the color of wheatgrass in autumn, his eyes a thrilling hazel, but for all his 
beauty, Alina could see the crook in his nose and the air of haughtiness that lingered in his 
gaze. 


She stood and dusted her hands onto the cloth she kept tucked into her skirt. She curtsied 
before him slowly, keeping her eyes level with his as she dipped so deeply even he looked 
impressed, if she was reading his slow-spreading grin correctly. 


He bowed just as deeply, never removing his eyes from her own. 
“Brother,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 


Nikolai flashed a perfect, white smile. So different from Vasily, who had spoiled his teeth 
with too much sugar and not enough hygienic discipline. 


“As I, you, sister,” he replied. “I trust my gifts have been an adequate replacement for my 
absence?” 


Alina cocked her head to the side, questioning him. 


Nikolai gave her a different smile, one that sported a dimple and placed a mischievous glint 
in his eye. “I’m told you’ve quite enjoyed the sweets I’ve been sending you. Although now 
I’m sure you can see they were woefully subpar compared to the real treat.” 


Alina almost blushed, but not for his compliment. While she had refused most of the Ravkan 
cuisine given to her, the sweets she had been yet unable to resist. She had Aleksander keep 


them in his war room so she wouldn’t be tempted with them too often. She wasn’t sure if it 
was embarrassment or humor she felt when she recalled how the two of them often indulged 
in the sweets after their midnight affairs. 


Alina bared her teeth in a smile. “You do seem to have understood my taste,” Alina said. 


Nikolai opened his mouth to say something—probably something remarkably clever, or 
maybe something insulting—when they were interrupted. 


Alina gave a small and curt curtsy to Aleksander as he approached. Their game would always 
amuse them, and she could see the half-smile in his eye when he bowed his head—the very 
least of which would show her minimal respect. 


His respect was paid in the bedroom, in their planning—to the outside world, they were still 
the spoiled Shu Han princess and the bloody Ravkan general. She was a prisoner inside the 
Little Palace and he was there to guard the world from her. 


She wondered how the story would be believed in just several days’ time. 


“Your Highness,” General Kirigan gave the proper bow to Nikolai, and Alina might have 
seen annoyance, contempt perhaps?, as Nikolai returned the gesture half-heartedly. 


“Let’s do lunch,” Nikolai asked her. “Tomorrow?” 
“T shall welcome you in the Little Palace.” 
More curtsying. More bowing. He turned on his heel and departed as silently as he’d come. 


Alina and Aleksander looked at each other, saying no words as the wind gusted by them in 
the warm garden that late summer afternoon. Still, they understood each other. 


5 days before the coup 


Alina eyed the spread before them, a half frown on her lips. It was unconscious, these frowns, 
and Ravkan courtiers detested her for them. Such an ungrateful child, they spoke about her 
under their breaths. How could a Shu appreciate such delicacies? 


Delicacies, Alina would think and roll her eyes. As if molded milk and thick bread were 
anything to be proud of. The cold made people unimaginative, Alina hypothesized, and she 
directed the servants to straighten the place settings to an exacting degree. 


Before them were the traditional Ravkan dishes: boiled vegetables in a cream-based sauce, 
goat and sheep cheeses stacked between bowls of nuts, and several herb-filled breads littered 
the table. The meat dumplings Alina might eat, but probably would not. She spied a single 
bowl filled with fruits and smiled. Aleksander had probably called it into the kitchen, 
knowing her preferences. 


Four months of knowing each other felt like several years. 


Nikolai arrived fashionably late and Alina smiled, assuring him she hadn’t waited long. (She 
was always kept waiting; before long, she might have even grown used to it.) 


He sat across from her and smiled, sitting sideways in the chair and crossing one leg over the 
other in a casual manner. He looked over her face, and if he was looking for a weakness, he 
would not find one. 


“Your travels keep you busy,” Alina observed. She gestured to a servant without looking, and 
their plates were filled with obligatory speed. 


“T quite like it,” Nikolai answered. “The traveling. The partying, the drinking. For all that I 
love about my country, I find it’s obsession with war incredibly dull.” 


“And where have your travels brought you?” Alina raised an eyebrow, inviting him to say 
more. She picked up her fork and pushed the cheese around on her plate. 


“Kerch, the Wandering Isle, Novyi Zem; everywhere has something new to offer.” 
“Shu Han?” Alina inquired, already guessing his answer. 
He shook his head, finishing a bite of rosemary and garlic bread. 


“Our countries’ alliance is still very new,” he said, “but I hope to be there this winter. You 
should join me.” 


Alina’s fork halted its dance on her plate. Nikolai read her shock accurately. 


“T don’t see why I shouldn’t be accompanied by Shu Han’s most notable member here at the 
palace. I’m sure you’d be much more of a diplomatic catch than Botkin would be at my 
side.” He paused for a moment in thought. “Although with Botkin around I’m guaranteed to 
be the most attractive person in the room.” 


Alina attempted a laugh, but held in a cry. Return to Shu Han? For even a moment? She’d 
give anything for that chance. 


But in winter, she would have been expected to be carrying the next heir, and there was 
surely no way Ravkans would let her out of their sight if that happened. 


She gave a tight smile and took a small bite of fruit. Her only escape would be hers to take. 
“T’m glad I once again guessed accurately,” Nikolai said, gesturing to the fruit. 


Alina felt no small amount of fury when she realized they had come from him. She took 
another bite and delicately mashed it between her teeth. 


“You seem to know me so well,” she said. 


“Perhaps you will get to know me,” he said. 


They stared at each other from across the table, and she once again noted his unique nose and 
strangely hazel eyes. Certainly not his mother’s eyes. 


The rook prayed in the church, the knight waited outside the door, the king lay in his bed. 


Both waited for the other to move. 


4 days before the coup 
Vasily called for her in the afternoon. 


She wanted to laugh. An afternoon delight? Or did he just want to get this over with as much 
as she did? 


She waited as the servants pulled closed the curtains, as they pulled back the sheets, as they 
pulled off the clothes from their bodies. 


Alina moved first, climbing onto the high bed and lying on her back, and stared up at the 
canopy above her. She slowed her breathing and closed her eyes when she heard him 
clumsily crawl in beside her. She startled a little when one of his cold fingers came into 
contact with her shoulder. He hovered above her, breathing raspily, while he used his other 
cold hand to stimulate himself before entering her. 


Alina did not think of Aleksander. She never did, during these moments; she was certain the 
thought of him would— 


She wasn’t actually certain what it would do, but she didn’t wish to find out. 


Vasily entered her and Alina tried not to grimace. It would be over soon, she assured herself 
while he gasped in her ear. A small bit of spittle flew from his mouth and struck her cheek; it 
felt like a slap. 


Nausea rolled through her while Vasily’s pushes shook the bed and she thought of home— 
Shu Han. She thought of the bamboo shoots climbing so high down by the river. She thought 
of the toads and the frogs that littered the bank. 


Alina shut down her body and thought of the warm sun sprinkling small freckles on her 
cheeks every year. 


Vasily made a small, grunting noise, and Alina looked at him from the corner of her eye, 
nearly against her own will. His round face was pinched and red, but Alina took an extra 
second to note the common brown hair, reminiscent of his father, and his unromantic blue 
eyes, the like which matched both his parents’. 


The image of their second son came into her mind, and she let the thought linger. 


Finally Vasily made one final push and Alina’s neck, stomach, and legs clenched in pain. A 
cold sweat covered her brow while Vasily, who had barely touched her skin but had violated 
her body, pulled away and clamored off the bed. 


Alina lay there for a while, and tried not to scream. 


That night she and Aleksander devoured each other. One began and the other ended, 
entrapped in each other like a shadow and flame. She was on fire when he touched her, 
covered her body with his. His lips were everywhere—on her neck, her stomach, between her 
thighs. She cried out, again and again, while he softly pinned her into the bed frame. 


The creaking and the moaning of the wood beneath them was a symphony, and Alina was 
wild and loud; she didn’t care who heard, who knew. 


Aleksander wrapped his fingers in her hair and called her name when she came, and even 
though she couldn’t bear to be touched more, she grabbed hold of him and wouldn’t let him 
go until he came inside her, until they were filled with each other and nothing else. 


Alina rolled off him and couldn’t help the startled, wet gasp that shook her chest. 


“Alina,” Aleksander said, turning his head toward her. “My love.” He placed his open palm 
between their faces, allowing Alina to make the choice. She grabbed it with no hesitation. 


They clutched hands in the dark like pitiful orphans, and the wet tears on Alina’s face could 
have belonged to either of them. 


3 days before the coup 


Alina watched Aleksander in deep conversation with a red-headed servant. The girl was 
pretty, and in any other moment, Alina might have called her over, asked her to talk about 
herself while she found an excuse to touch her hair. 


But she had her mission. Aleksander’s eyes followed her while she went into the church, 
entered the first pew, and began her weekly prayers. 


It was not uncommon that Alina would enter the palace church to pray for the souls who had 
been lost just before the alliance began. She could sit and pray for hours; sometimes it would 
be midnight before she left. 


Sometimes that meant Vasily was asleep; sometimes it meant the King was with someone 
else. Even he had too much dignity to ogle her in a church. 


Alina tilted her head back and basked in the warm sunlight that filtered through the windows. 


She heard shuffling beside her and she ignored the man settling in. The church was small but 
empty, and he chose his seat near her. Alina dipped her nose toward her clasped hands, and 
began to pray. 


“Saints above,” she whispered to the church around her, “may no innocent blood be spilled 
while I remain in these walls.” 


The person beside her shifted. 


“Saints above,” she called louder, “may no harm come to the rightful heirs of Ravka.” 
She could feel him breathing beside her. 


“Saints above,” she held out her hands, spreading them wide before the altar in front of them, 
“may our loyal subjects give us the strength we require to defeat our foes!” 


Her heart beat wildly in her chest, and she hardly noticed that in her fervor she had leapt to 
her feet to beseech the church. The shadows around her nodded and quivered. The Apparat 
beside her smiled at her faithfulness. 


2 days before the coup 


Vasily called her again in the morning. She spent the rest of the day in bed, drinking nothing 
but foul tea, and gazing emptily at the vast number of lilies and irises that peppered the 
furniture, the floors, and the tables around her. 


Across the Little Palace grounds, the general received news from the Fjerdan front. The 
enemy’s gatling guns were killing ten Ravkan soldiers to each Fjerdan, but there were no 
funds to spare to supply the armies or to develop newer technologies. 


In the royal palace, the king and his queen were planning their 25th wedding anniversary, and 
no expense was to be spared. 


I day before the coup 


“T understand you’re leaving early, before the party,” Alina said to Nikolai as they strolled 
through the Little Palace gardens. She could feel many eyes upon them, but she kept her own 
tethered to the second prince of Ravka beside her. 


He hummed, releasing his hands from their clasp behind his back to reach out and pick a 
flower blooming on a tree nearby. He handed her the flower and she accepted it gracefully. 


He wasn’t looking at her today, and she didn’t know what that meant. 


“Td like to think I’m a good judge of a good party,” he said. “I’m afraid this one might bore 
me to tears.” 


“Such a shame. It seems I'll be forced to dance with your brother then.” 


Nikolai grinned, but Alina detected something else behind it. His eyes were hard, the cords in 
his neck were strained. He was much more serious than his mother; far more complex than 
the king. 


Alina brought the flower to her nose and inhaled lightly. It smelled distinctly of Ravka: cold, 
and earthy. She thought about dark eyes gazing at her in the lamplight, and she hardly noticed 
the smile tipping her lips upward. 


“Do you have someone there,” she asked. 
Nikolai froze and finally looked at her. She smiled back at him. 


Nikolai licked his lips, then dug his teeth into the soft flesh of his lower lip. He was 
handsome, Alina thought to herself. He was what she imagined a true prince would be. 


They said nothing more during that walk, but if the silence felt like the soft breeze that 
caressed their hair, like the sunlight that filtered through the spindly trees, perhaps they both 
noticed it and tried not to disturb it. 


The coup 


Alina woke before the day broke to see Aleksander fitting his kefta over his leather armor. It 
was his standard daily wear—nothing out of the ordinary. 


Nothing except the pin that was tucked under his coat, one with a flaming sun covered by a 
black eclipse. 


Alina rose from the bed and left the room. His eyes followed her, and even as she grew 
farther and farther from him, his hands were still clenching her wrists and his breath was 
ghosting over her cheeks. 


Alina dressed slowly that morning. She was usually early for service, but today she would 
arrive just on time. She donned her veil, covering her hair from the outside world, shielding 
her eyes from her people. 


All that was visible were her steady hands and her quiet smile. 


She entered the church and took her place behind her husband. She could already see the 
sweat forming at the base of his neck. It was a small church and every Sunday it was filled to 
the brim with Ravka’s top leaders, courtiers, and loyal staff. Today, even the shadows were 
full. 


The sun cast a light directly on the altar, and at exactly 11 that morning, the Apparat began 
his sermon. 


“The Saints have bequeathed us with a gift,” he said, arms held out to the congregation 
before him. His receding hairline and pale complexion gave him an otherworldly demeanor, 
and Alina lifted her head to peek beneath her veil. 


“It has been six months of peace, of calm and contentment in Ravka, our country that has 
birthed religious piety, art, and intellectual enlightenment. 


“But still, many Ravkans suffer—they’ve been,” the Apparat paused, took a halting breath, 
and gripped the sides of his podium, “...forgotten, perhaps.” 


Alina felt her chest rise and fall, but she did not breathe. 


“Tt is,” bequeathed the Apparat, “our burden, to care for the poor, the sick, the wretched.” 
Alina heard the king sigh in boredom. 


“But today,” he whispered, yet it sounded as loud as a gunshot, “let us pray for their 
ascension.” 


And at the sound of that final word, the shadows bloomed like poison in a well to begin a 
reign of terror and chaos over Ravka’s most complacent. 


Screaming and begging echoed in the church, careened up the walls and reached the ceiling 
where the steeple met the sky. Alina watched while Tolya wrapped his bolo around the neck 
of the queen and pulled. Her neck snapped like a branch against the wind. 


Tamar waited for Alina’s nod of approval before she stepped from the back of the church and 
rushed Vasily. His guards were shredded like paper and when Tamar finally reached the 
crowned prince, he was shaking and quivering like a cornered rat. It took nothing for Tamar 
to slice his throat, and after six months of waiting, Alina finally exhaled. 


Alina watched as the red-headed servant reached behind her and grasped a pin from her hair 
and slammed it into the eye of the king. She rammed it into his skull, again and again, her 
white servant’s uniform a painter’s canvas for violence. 


In the corner of her eye, Alina saw an arm reach up to strike a fatal blow against another 
prince. 


Without thinking, Alina grasped Aleksander’s wrist before the blow could kill Nikolai. 
“Not him,” she said. 
Aleksander stared at her, furious. “He will come back,” he said, “he will claim the throne.” 


Alina looked at the unarmed man with the golden hair and shook her head. “He will not claim 
what is not rightfully his.” 


Nikolai gaped, twisted his eyebrows, startled—how had she known? She looked back into his 
golden eyes; her answer was right before her. They must be his father’s eyes, she thought. 


He turned from her to glare at the general, then sighed as he looked between the two of them. 
“You killed my family,” he said, “you do know this means I will be forced to seek revenge.” 


Alina smiled, she laughed. “Leave, Nikolai. It is the only wedding gift I can give you.” 
She gazed deeply into his soul, knowing the heart of him. 


“Find trouble elsewhere. Find your someone, and never return. These wastelands are not 
worth your time.” 


The prince stood and walked right to her. He was much taller than she and looked down his 
nose at her. There was real anger in his eyes, but Aleksander was at her side, and she knew 


he’d never let anyone harm her. 

“This really isn’t over,” Nikolai whispered. “I loved my mother.” 
“Perhaps you were the only one.” 

That earned her an icy look. 

Aleksander was on a knife’s edge, but he waited patiently, and trusted her. 


He trusted her, she thought again, and turned to smile at him. Aleksander brought down his 
hand, and he gripped hers in lieu of striking a prince. 


They hardly cared when the false prince was carted away to be smuggled out of the country. 
They didn’t notice the streaks of spattered blood cutting across the walls of the church, 
marking them and their own as the only survivors. 


They allowed their soldiers to gather around them, soldiers who brandished their flaming 
eclipses while they circled the two newest rulers of Ravka. 


Tamar’s tears streamed down her cheeks when Tolya brought out the Shu crown they’d 
hidden behind the altar. She clenched her teeth and looked to the sky with reverence when it 
was placed on Alina’s head, murmuring a Shu prayer. 


The red-headed Ravkan clasped her hands together when Aleksander was given the Lantsov 
king’s crown. A young soldier kneeled when it finally rested on Aleksander’s brow. 


As the two stood together, wearing the symbols of their countries’ blessing, the rest of their 
army kneeled around them. 


They began their rule in the quiet of the church, with the sun on their faces and their shadows 
at their back. 


Ravka was theirs, as it was always meant to be. 


Chapter End Notes 


now i just want to write a slutty, slutty part 3 where alina seduces genya (idk i think 
alina and aleksander seem like the type to have an open relationship) 


End Notes 


this probably the only one shot i might consider writing a part 2 for. feel free to let me know 
if yall would be interested in that 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


